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Abstract
Cultural Traits and Heritage recently has become an important topic and concept to tourism development especially 
in Penang especially after Georgetown, Penang was awarded as Heritage City by UNSECO in 2008 July. Penang is 
well known for its heritage character especially in the city of Georgetown with more than 200 years of urban 
history.The cultural heritage tourism in urban setting act as an engineering tool to uplift the cities for better future in 
a globalizing world. Once the initial euphoria upon being inscribed into UNESCO’s World Heritage List subsides, 
the harsh reality and challenges that be approaching in conserve the authenticity and integrity of the cultural heritage 
become a daunting prospect. Today, Penang is facing surmountable development pressure, such as intensive 
exploitation of their cultural heritage in the face of accelerating economics demands resulting from continued 
growth, industrial, urban development and the rapidly growing impacts of global tourism. Hence, this paper aims to 
explore how such heritage themes and resources are treated in rapidly urbanizing cities to rectify the creation of 
tabula rasa. With the case study of Georgetown, Penang’s which latest attempt to build a distinctive historic city, the 
paper will analyze the culture heritage of Penang which miss out by the local tourism authority from tourism 
perspective and how these heritage and multiculturalism are packaged as part of tourism products for Penang. For 
discussion purpose, the issue of urbanization will also be taken into consideration together with the dilemma of 
preservation faced by the local tourism authority.
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Introduction: Geographical Position and General
The state of Penang (Negeri Pulau Pinang) is located on the northwest coast of Peninsular Malaysia by the Strait of 
Malacca. The State of Penang comprises of Penang Island and its mainland component of Seberang Perai (formerly 
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known as Province Wellesley); and is situated off the coast of northern Peninsular Malaysia. The island of Penang is 
connected to the mainland by a 13.5 km bridge, the longest bridge in Asia .The historic city of George Town, is 
located on the north-eastern cape of the island. Also, it’s the heart of the metropolitan area that is the second largest 
urban conurbation in Malaysia, 
Penang is known with unique heritage, vibrant culture, exotic flora and fauna and adventurous nature and diverse 
ethnic groups. In the tourist industry, it is better known as ‘The Pearl of the Orient’.
Figure1: Geographical Location of Georgetown, Penang
Early History
The history of Penang can be traced back to 1786 when Captain Francis Light established the first British trading 
post on the island for the trade between China, India and archipelago. Light landed at the site of the present 
Esplanade and according to local legend, fired gold coins into the surrounding jungle to induce his men to clear the 
area. The island was originally named Prince of Wales Island and the settlement that soon grew up was named 
Georgetown after King George III. In 1800, the Sultan of Kedah further ceded a strip of land on the mainland across 
the channel which Light named Province Wellesley.
In 1832, Penang formed part of the British Straits Settlements with Malacca and Singapore. By the reason of Penang 
Island is located on the trading route of the Straits of Malacca, during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 
Europeans, together with the Dutch and British, were competing to launch the East Indian trading routes. The straits 
settlement promptly attracted people of all descents like Europeans, Chinese, Indians, Persians, Arabs, Siamese, 
Burmese and others. It flourished and grew to be a major trading post for a lucrative trade such as tea and spices. 
Chinese and Indians were drawn to the Straits Settlement during the second half of the nineteenth century by the 
thriving rubber and tin industries.
For more than a hundred years, Penang remained under British Colonial rule until 1957 when it gained 
independence and became one of the states of the newly formed Federation of Malaya and later Malaysia in 1963. 
Thus, a consolidation of these cultural influences brought about the dominance of British colonial architecture in the 
island. With the independence of Malaysia or Malaya, Penang became a State, governed by an appointed Head of 
State and administered by an elected Chief Minister. Georgetown has become the capital city of Penang. Nowadays, 
at Georgetown, Penang the different ethnic groups still exists and can be traced through their heritage buildings, 
diverse cultures and languages.
Today, Penang possesses a colorful tradition which is being practice by multicultural society which formed by the 
Malays, Chinese, Indian and other ethnics. At an earlier time, Penang was populated by the Malays, by the reason of 
Penang was subsequently became the British trade centre so numerous of traders from different regions were drawn 
to the island and consequently settled down with local people. In between of them were two prominent groups 
which are the Indian Muslims and Chinese so they were part of the earliest permanent community at Penang. As the 
result ,the two communities were known as Peranakan Jawi (Indian Muslim) and Peranakan Cina, locally known as 
the Baba-Nyonya (Straits Chinese). Beside these, Penang had also attracted Southern Chinese groups like Hokkien. 
Europeans, Arabs, Armenians, Jews, Burmese, Thais, Achenese and other Malay groups, Tamils, Gujeratis, and the 
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Sikhs of India; and later the Japanese and the Filipinos. These people came from different backgrounds, religions 
and cultures and this has enriched Penang Island into a unique multicultural place. Even with such diversity, each 
ethnic group has still retained their cultural identity, observing traditional customs and rituals in their daily life.
Figure 2: Map of George Town (1798) and George Town today
Culture Heritage Tourism
Heritage is not only about the past. It is about the present generation who continues to cherish and to learn about the 
vibrant and glorious history, culture and past civilization. It is about cultural traditions, places and values that people 
proudly preserve (Collins 1983). According to The National Trust for Historic Preservation in the United States, 
cultural heritage tourism is defined as travelling to experience the places, artefacts’ and activities that authentically 
represent the stories and people of the past and present. It includes cultural, historic and natural resources. Heritage 
tourism can be classified as a subclass of cultural tourism, defined by the World Tourism Organization (1985) as the 
movements of persons for essentially cultural motivations such as study tours, performing arts and cultural tours, 
travel to festivals and other related events.
Prentice (1993) "either literally or metaphorically passed on from one generation to the other, but those among these 
things which can be portrayed for promotion as tourism products" which mean in tourism, the term of heritage  can 
be classified into both tangible and intangible ones which has come to mean landscapes, natural history, buildings, 
artefacts and cultural tradition.
Palmer (1999) looks at culture or history of a country as a tool which can be used to shape the identity of a nation, 
besides language politic, races and religion. Culture becomes a “label” to attract tourist, especially to foreign tourists 
whose culture from their stance point is not only a “symbol” of a nation but also the element which can be “seen” 
and “feel” directly by oneself.
Henderson (2002) argued that the historical buildings will be more meaningful if the buildings are related to its 
cultural landscapes and this is also the most important selling point for culture tourism. However, Prohaska (1995) 
has a different opinion about culture heritage tourism. He reclaimed culture heritage tourism is an activity where 
there is this sharing of experience between the tourists and the local communities. This sharing is aimed to introduce, 
conserve and sustain the indigenous culture and at the same time fulfill the objective to entertain the tourist.
In Malaysia, heritage has also been identified as one of the new niche products to be developed extensively in 
tourism development. Georgetown ,Penang as one of the most complete surviving historic city centre on the Straits 
of Malacca, with a multi-cultural living heritage originating from the trade routes from Great Britain and Europe 
through the Middle East, the Indian subcontinent and the Malay Archipelago to China, the heritage culture and 
buildings in Penang have become among the most valued assets in Malaysia , because she is consisting of a jumble 
of old temples, churches and mosques, white stucco colonial mansions, rows of tiled Chinese and Muslim Indian 
shop houses, and ornate clan houses guarded by stone dragons. Walking through Penang’s narrow old streets within 
the Georgetown’s inner city carries anyone through the relics of time. The streets of Georgetown, Penang keep 
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thousands of untold stories of human interaction with mankind, the built environment and God. The historic 
buildings in Georgetown, some aged more that 200 years, were once regarded as “abandoned” buildings. Not until 
recently have these buildings been revisited, appreciated and revitalized. Conservation and tourism activities have 
given these abandoned buildings a new life. Paralleled with the growing interest of heritage tourism and the global 
influx of the alternative tourists, tourist arrivals in the heritage cities have improved over the years.
Culture of Georgetown, Penang 
With the diverse culture and natural heritage, there are a variety of tourism products that Georgetown Penang can be 
presented to the world. However, for the purpose of this paper, among the most potential and outstanding cultural 
products which always act as an engineering tool to uplift the unique image of Georgetown Penang and 
unfortunately always miss out by the local authority will selected. The cultural products of Georgetown, Penang
including:
x Culture of  Peranakan Cina, locally known as the Baba-Nyonya (Straits Chinese)
The Peranakans( Straits Chinese) are an ethnic group that is characterized by a unique synthesis of Chinese and 
Malay influences, and their descent can be traced to Chinese traders who settled in Southeast Asia during the
seventeenth century and married local women. The term ‘Peranakan’ is believed to be derived from the Malay word 
anak (child), referring to the ancestors of these intermarriages (Henderson 2003). As a group, the Peranakans 
believe they have retained a unique identity that is different from that of other Chinese immigrants to the region, and 
also highlights their adaptation to aspects of Malay life such as dress and food (Henderson 2003). A separate 
language of their own also evolved, known as “Baba Malay”=a synthesis of Malay and Hokkien Chinese which is a 
Creole language but in Penang they spoke (still do) a dialect closely related to Hokkien (Fujian) (Henderson 2003). 
Peranakan culture thus involves a fusion of Chinese and Malay cultures, as well as European and Indonesian 
influences. Nowadays, the Culture of Peranakans at Penang difficult to sustain by the reason of without a wider 
sense of group solidarity. Moreover, within the governmentally imposed racial framework of ‘Chinese, Malay, 
Indian and Other’, in place since the colonial era, Peranakans are classified as Chinese for the purposes of identity 
cards (Benjamin 1976). In many ways, therefore, the unique characteristics of the Peranakans have been 
systematically devalued and their sense of identity weakened .Wee (2000) “It is quite impossible to live the 
Peranakan lifestyle in this day and age. The language is dying, and the knowledge of complex customs has been 
lost …”However , the Peranakans are represented as a homogenous entity, represented by distinct, easily 
recognizable objects that set them apart from Chinese migrants to Southeast Asia. With the development of culture 
heritage tourism at Georgetown, Penang, the culture of Peranakans had been retrieved and revives and practice. For 
example, The visit to THE CHEONC PATT TZE MANSION which located at the center of the Georgetown will 
definitely an eye opener and experience the unique of culture of Peranakans for every foreign tourist and this include 
the local tourist.
Figure 3: Culture of  Peranakan Cina, locally known as the Baba-Nyonya (Straits Chinese)
x The Penang’s Shophouse Culture
The shop houses give characters to Georgetown Heritage City. Besides historical events attached to some particular 
units, they played a major role when Penang started the bid to be listed in UNESCO's World Heritage Cities 
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program.In Penang, the dominant form is the shop house, a two-or three story building with “Five-Foot way” in 
front that provides an open arcade and sheltered walkway. Shop houses have been built in Penang for 200 years, this 
unique type of structure clearly show the influence of Chinese, Malay, Indian and European styles merged and 
matured in response to the local environment. The Georgetown Culture heritage trail is difficult to sustain if without 
the appearance of shop house culture at Penang. Nowadays, Georgetown retains many of its colonial-era shophouses
which comprises blended ethnic groups of different cultures, continuing their daily routines as in the past years and 
is often considered an architectural gem. So the shop houses which still intact at Georgetown become eyewitnesses 
to some very important development of Penang’s history. The dates on the building walls denote the succession of 
settlers that fought their way to this “Pearl of the Orient”.
The shophouses at Georgetown mostly still function as they were decades ago- the ground floor is used for 
commercial purposes, where as the top floor(s) are residential purposes - some of these shophouses have been 
sensitively restored by the local authorities and private individuals for new uses such as hotels and restaurants.
Figure 4: Rows of transitional townhouses in George Town
x The Chinese Clan Houses
Stands out as a remarkable historical site in George Town Penang, Chew Clan Jetty is one of the longest and best-
preserved clan jetties located along Weld Quay, just a few hundred meters away from Penang ferry terminal. In total, 
there are eight clan jetties along Weld Quay namely Chew Jetty, Koay Jetty, Lee Jetty, Lim Jetty, Peng Aun Jetty, 
Tan Jetty, Yeoh Jetty and Mixed Clans Jetty. Have been existences since 19th century, Clan Jetties are unique 
Chinese settlements with their homes built on stilts along the wooden pier that extend to the sea or Penang Channel. 
The residents of each clan jetty are descendants of Chinese immigrants. Typically, houses here are supported by 
wood or cemented beams; stand in a row on one or both sides of about a couple meters width wooden walkway. 
This waterfront village houses the largest community whom still uphold most of the traditional lifestyles and 
cultures. The families here are the descendants from Xin Lin She village, Tong Aun District, Quan Zhou Prefecture 
of Fujian Province. Walk straight onto the wooden pier and it will allow the tourist to experience the life in the 
houses that are built at waterfront. When the tourists take a slow walk and enjoy the sights of their daily life, if the 
tourists give these folks a smile and they will return the tourists similarly in a friendly gesture to showing their 
welcoming.
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Figure 5:There are five Clan jetties within the core zone of George Town
x The Local Tradition & Practices 
As mentioned earlier, Georgetown is a historical city that have entrenched tradition of multiculturalism. 
Multicultural society which formed by the Malays, Chinese, Indian and other ethnics who practice difference 
tradition and practices. The practice of religious and spiritual ceremony, the traditional costume, language spoken, 
dance, craft skills etc are different among these ethnics. As a result, tourist will be able to experience these 
differences during a visit to Penang, especially during festival session,. Besides, the tradition and practices of 
Chinese communities also had shown the uniqueness and differences from those practices here in mainland China.
   
Figure 6: The traditional festival at Penang
The dilemma of culture heritage tourism of Georgetown, Penang 
x The difficulty of  identified culture heritage identity of Penang
The development of culture  heritage tourism in Penang do  not merely  depend on the conservation efforts to 
preserve the historic buildings in the Georgetown inner-city but also have need of strong involvement of the local 
people who make up the bulk of ‘living’ and ‘moving’ culture of Penang. But the question is whose culture should 
be put forefront. While Malays are the majority in the Penang, Chinese and Indians make up a significant percentage 
in Penang (such as others major cities in Malaysia!).These are the forefront dilemma of culture heritage tourism of 
Georgetown Penang, because to classify the identity for a place is a most difficult endeavor and for a multi-cultural 
nation, the effort is even more so.
x The issue of preservation of culture and urbanization
Culture is defined as lifestyle and norms which we practice every day and it is inherited from generation to 
generation. The community member preserves the culture by practicing it day to day. However, in modern lifestyle, 
some of the culture which is considered as not fixed will be left out and will soon be discarded by the communities. 
In this situation, for the purpose of tourism, some “extinct culture “such as culture of Baba Nyonya  have to be 
retrieved and revive and practice in order to be able to perform to tourist, such as live in Baba Nyonya’s style  house 
and enjoy Baba Nyonya lifestyle. Therefore, the preservation of culture usually tied up with “old lifestyle” The 
dilemmas occurred when the preservation of culture is tied up to the “old lifestyle” which contradicts modern living.
For example, the culture of Baba Nyonya at Georgetown, It is quite impossible to live the Peranakan lifestyle in this 
day and age. The language is dying, and the knowledge of complex customs has been lost. The question is whether 
the modernization and urbanization process has to be discontinuing for sequentially to remain our “real” culture?
x The issue of sustainability
The issue of sustainability occurred when we want to ‘sustain’ a culture for tourism purpose which actually 
contradicted the process of urbanization for the community. Penang’s culture heritage assets can be classified into 
both tangible and intangible ones. At the same time as, is rather straightforward to draw the management proposal
for tangible assets, the challenge remains on how to preserve the intangible asset such as tradition music, dance, the 
festivals and the lifestyle of the people. Nowadays, traditional trades and business will disappear and Penang is in 
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danger of losing one of its heritage attractions. Especially, the younger population, they are no longer interested in
staying at old shop houses and prefer staying in modern housing like condominium. The trends are further 
intensified with the impact of globalization and internationalization on the internal structure and performance of 
cities and regions. With an influx of foreign capital and personnel, development pressures for more profitable urban 
functions in central cities have expanded at the expense of the less economically viable uses such as heritage sites 
and social housing which in turn put pressure of the authencity of Georgetown’s culture.These move and would take 
the essence of Penang’s culture away with them. A heritage site without a soul will hindered the sustainability of 
culture heritage tourism at Georgetown, Penang. Thus, Georgetown has to change to stay alive.
Conclusion
What is the  true color of culture heritage tourism in Georgetown Penang become the most important topic to 
tourism development especially after Georgetown, Penang was awarded as Heritage City by UNSECO in 2008 
July ,which had identified “culture” as one of it most important engineering tool for its tourism industry.
The sustainability of culture tourism and cultural product do not merely depend on the passage of time and cannot 
disappear because of urbanization process. The culture has been absorbed into our daily life, therefore, by 
continuously practice, the culture can be sustained. The culture and the buildings that host the culture stay intact, 
and sequentially preserved it from one generation to the next. The sustainability of a culture is much depends on the 
willingness of its people to keep and continue the culture itself within the community and tourism activities only 
play its role as an enhancement to the culture that we practice every day. 
The Culture heritage tourism does not destroy the authenticity of the culture neither improved and enlightened it 
with the cooperation from government agencies and tourism authorities. Conservation efforts are further hindered by 
greed, insufficient legislation to protect the heritage buildings and to control the development of heritage areas, as 
well as by the lack of design guidelines for building repair and maintenance. As result, on the ground the general 
public must be educated on the value of the historic buildings to the future generation and following make a better 
future of culture heritage tourism at Georgetown, Penang.
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